BY Q U I R I N S C H I E R M E I E R
T wo weeks after an earthquake and subsequent tsunami killed more than 2,000 people on the Indonesian island of Sulawesi, some foreign researchers say that red tape is slowing down or preventing investigative work of the devastated coastlines. But the Indonesian government says that it has sped up the time it takes to process permits for researchers in the wake of the tsunami, and that the requirements it imposes on international researchers have been in place for years.
"It is absolutely important for us to go to the field to survey the correct locations, " says tsunami researcher Philip Liu, vice-president for research and technology at the National University of Singapore. "But when I asked for a permit, I understood that it might take months." As a result, Liu decided not to research the area after all.
Meanwhile, an international reconnaissance team led by Costas Synolakis, a tsunami researcher at the University of Southern California in Los Angeles, had rushed to Singapore a week after the tsunami hit, hoping to get to Indonesia. But the researchers learnt that they must submit detailed survey plans and research proposals that include local collaborators. They say this rule was not enforced before, and fear that it might delay the planned survey by several weeks, time they can ill afford. "Disaster surveys need to mobilize in the first few days after the disaster, before the data needed to better understand the event is permanently eradicated, " says Synolakis. The Sulawesi events are of particular interest to scientists in Southern California and the Mediterranean, where active tectonic faults close to the coast could likewise trigger unpredictably large tsunamis, says Synolakis, who is still in Singapore awaiting his research permit, although some of his team have returned home.
But Sadjuga, the head of the team at the last year, is now spending 90% of its money on salaries and scholarships, leaving little for research, says Fernando Stefani, a physicist at the University of Buenos Aires. "There are research centres that cannot pay for illumination or gas. Their lab rats and cell lines are dying, " he says. "It's a dramatic situation. " Scientists also complain of delays in payments from CONICET and ANPCyT. "We are in October, and we have been transferred less than 40% of our annual budget, " says Andrea Gamarnik, a virologist at the Leloir Institute, a life-sciences research centre in Buenos Aires.
Officials with the government say they hope to ease the pain, but keeping up with the peso's slide has been difficult. "We were not able to change the budget immediately, " says Jorge Aguado, secretary of planning and policy at Argentina's science secretariat. "We understand the concerns, but we are committed to extend the budget, in order to maintain projects and purchases. "
Mario Albornoz, coordinator of the Iberoamerican Network of Science and Technology Indicators (RICYT), says the situation in Argentina is part of a broader trend. "Almost all Latin American countries, including Brazil and Mexico, are cutting their science budgets, for macroeconomic reasons, " says Albornoz, whose group tracks statistics related to research in the Americas. "This government has made many mistakes, but it's not true that it wants to destroy science. "
But that does not satisfy many researchers, who see science as vital to Argentina's future. "What will we live off in 30 years?" says Stefani. "Past-century technology and agricultural activities will not be enough. " ■
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Clash over tsunami access
Scientists say red tape imposed by Indonesian government is delaying research.
A professor teaches students in Buenos Aires during a protest for better wages and funding.
International researchers are waiting to be granted access to study the aftermath of the tsunami. 
IN FOCUS NEWS
Plant biology is at the centre of a long-running saga over scientific misconduct.
research ministry that grants research permits, says that international researchers have been required to apply for permits and report findings to their Indonesian partners for a "long time". "It has been the normal procedure in Indonesia, " he says.
Sadjuga says the government understands the importance of timely data collection at the site. "That is why we are currently speeding up the research permit process. " He says that it normally takes researchers 14-28 days to gain a research permit, but for teams wanting to visit the city of Palu, where the tusnami hit, the ministry is trying to give them out within 7 days.
WORK IN PROGRESS
Two international teams, one from South Korea and another from the United States, have applied for permits, Sadjuga says. "We gave a research permit to a Korean team on October 10. The US proposal has not been granted a permit as the applicants have not completed all the requirements, " he says.
Synolakis, who is behind the US proposal, says it will take at least another week to meet all the requirements.
A few Japanese researchers have collected data in the disaster area along with the local survey team. Taro Arikawa of Chuo University in Tokyo presented the preliminary results of their survey at a 10-11 October tsunami workshop in Singapore.
It is still unclear exactly what kind of underwater disturbance triggered the tsunami. Tide-gauge data, and reported tsunami height and arrival time suggest a source near the entrance to the Bay of Palu, says Liu, who convened the meeting. "It could be a submarine landslide triggered by the earthquake, or it could have been generated by sudden subsidence of the sea floor, " he says. Arikawa plans to return to the disaster region this week to collect more data. He promised the meeting he would report back to colleagues who are unable to do field work in the area. "As long as the tsunami community exchanges ideas and information openly it does not matter so much whether I can get in, " says Liu. "But there are so many different ideas and so much to do. Allowing only a few people to go in might mean that a lot of fresh evidence and information will be lost. " J. C. Gaillard, a geographer at the University of Auckland in New Zealand, says Indonesia is right to take control of post-disaster research. "No one knows and understands the context and local concerns, including research needed to enhance disaster risk-reduction policy and practice, better than the Indonesians, " he says. "This does not mean that foreign researchers should be excluded. "
The Indonesian government has submitted a draft law to parliament that proposes tougher penalties for foreign researchers who break existing regulations. ■
MISCONDUCT
Biologist cleared
French national research council absolves one lab leader of misconduct, and holds another researcher responsible.
BY D E C L A N B U T L E R F rance's national research council has ruled that one of its plant biologists committed misconduct through manipulation of published figures, including data fabrication, but it cleared another researcher whom it had heavily sanctioned in 2015.
The ruling adds some clarity and closure to the long-running saga -although the cleared researcher, Olivier Voinnet, is now raising questions over how the French research agency, CNRS, handled its initial investigation.
The CNRS announced its conclusions on 3 October, following a fresh inquiry that it led -with the participation of the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Zurich (ETH Zurich) -into five articles published by researchers at a now-defunct lab at the CNRS Institute of Plant Molecular Biology in Strasbourg, France. The lab was renowned for its work on a genesilencing technique called RNA interference.
The CNRS and ETH Zurich each drew their own conclusions about their respective staff members, on the basis of the inquiry's report.
ETH Zurich said last month that the inquiry found "severe" and "intentional" manipulation of research figures. However, it said that Voinnet, a former leader of the Strasbourg lab and a prominent CNRS scientist who has been on secondment to ETH Zurich since 2010, "did not perform, order or scientifically endorse such manipulation". But ETH Zurich concluded that, as former group leader and a co-author of four of the papers, Voinnet bore overall management responsibility. The institution therefore extended until 2023 a probation it had implemented after its 2015 investigation, including monitoring his publication activity and assigning him a mentor.
The CNRS has now reached a similar conclusion with respect to Voinnet. Nature has obtained a copy of the conclusions of a 10 July meeting of the CNRS disciplinary committee, which advises CNRS management on appropriate sanctions. The document states that after studying the CNRS-ETH Zurich report, and after interviewing the inquiry committee's president and Voinnet, the committee found no evidence of serious wrongdoing by Voinnet -and voted 7 to 0 (with one abstention) in favour of no sanctions against him.
In a statement released on 3 October, the CNRS reiterated that its disciplinary committee had found no evidence that Voinnet was responsible for unethical manipulations of figures or data in the investigated papers. But, like ETH Zurich, it said that as a former head of the group, Voinnet bore some management responsibility, and so gave him a reprimand
